Building An Experiential Learning Model For A Project Management Course by Chen, Kuan C. & Chuang, Keh-Wen “Carin”
American Journal of Business Education – July 2009 Volume 2, Number 4 
87 
Building An Experiential Learning Model 
For A Project Management Course 
Kuan C. Chen, Purdue University Calumet, USA 
Keh-Wen “Carin” Chuang, Purdue University North Central, USA 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Teaching students to become project management professionals requires a real world experience.  
Incorporating live clients into student projects, instead of using case studies or mock companies, 
adds a dimension that exposes students to the realities of project management. This paper will 
describe a structured methodology used in a project management course to learn a completed 
project life cycle. Based upon the written evaluations included with the final project 
documentation, students feel this project is the most valuable learning experience of the course.  
Furthermore, the positive relationship established with the clients allows this project to serve as a 
bridge between business and academe.   This paper will discuss a variety of approaches to 
build an experiential learning model and provide a case study of a project management course 
using experiential learning to evolve a learning opportunity.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 project management course involves three main elements: project life cycle instruction, project 
management theory, and real world experiences.  Thus, the project management instructional 
model involves not only the knowledge conveyance, but also the experiential learning.  Project 
management learning requires that students have opportunities to comprehend what they hear and read, as well as to 
express themselves in meaningful assignments or products.  Creating an experiential learning environment for 
students becomes an important part of the course instruction.  Generally speaking, the project management 
instructional model involves not only the knowledge conveyance, but also the skills training and real world 
experiences.  Project management learning requires that students have opportunities to comprehend what they hear 
and read, as well as express themselves in meaningful assignments or products.  Therefore, as a project management 
instructor, within regular class time, it is a big challenge to adopt pedagogy to pass on skills disciplines and also 
teaching theory foundation.   One way to assess the validity of skills disciplines and extend our knowledge is 
through discourse with one another as members of an experiential learning approach.  Experiential learning is the 
instructional use of a learning activity having a behavioral-based hierarchy that allows the student to experience and 
practice job-related tasks and functions during a class session.  Experiential learning helps build and strengthen the 
knowledge and skills acquired through life, work experience and study which have not been formally attested 
through any educational or professional certification. 
 
In this paper, building an experiential learning model in project management education is presented.  At 
first, this paper will discuss a variety of approaches to build an experiential learning model and provide a case study 
of a project management course using experiential learning to evolve a learning opportunity.  Specifically, the 
objective of this paper is to develop an integrated model of an experiential learning system model.  The relationships 
in the model are designed to be simple and do not necessarily represent any particular experiential learning 
environment.  It is meant to be a generic experiential learning system model with emphasis on implications for 
experiential learning instructional design.  It allows experiential learning administrators to move away from the 
persistent belief that there are elements as unilateral causation, independent and dependent variables. 
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EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 
 
Education focuses on the relationship between teaching and learning.  According to Rogers (1969), 
learning is facilitated when: (1) the student participates completely in the learning process and has control over its 
nature and direction, (2) it is primarily based upon direct confrontation with practical, social, personal or research 
problems, and (3) self-evaluation is the principal method of assessing progress or success. Rogers also emphasizes 
the importance of learning as an openness to change.  To Rogers, experiential learning is equivalent to personal 
change and growth. Rogers feels that all human beings have a natural propensity to learn and that the role of the 
teacher is to facilitate such learning. This includes: (1) setting a positive climate for learning, (2) clarifying the 
purposes of the learner(s), (3) organizing and making available learning resources, (4) balancing intellectual and 
emotional components of learning, and (5) sharing feelings and thoughts with learners, but not dominating. He lists 
the following as qualities of experiential learning:  personal involvement, self-initiated, evaluated by learner, and 
pervasive effects on learner. 
 
Experiential learning requires no teacher and relates solely to the meaning of “making process of the 
individual from direct experience”. It is an inherent process that occurs naturally. It is a term often used mistakenly 
as a synonymous term for experiential education, action learning, adventure learning, free choice learning, 
cooperative learning, service learning, and many others. While there are relationships and connections, importantly 
they are also separate terms with separate meanings. Experiential learning is highly suited to the acquisition of 
practical skills where trial and error and the opportunity to practice practical techniques related to real tasks is 
essential. 
 
John Dewey concluded that "all genuine education comes about through experience; this does not mean 
that all experiences are genuinely or equally educative" (1938).  Dewey felt experience was a cycle of trying. One 
senses a concern, gets an idea, tries it out in an arena of applicability, undergoes or experiences the consequences, 
and confirms or reinterprets theory in the light of those consequences.  In the best case, this process results in a 
reconstruction of experience, a re-codifying of habits, and an ongoing active questioning through further 
experimentation. 
 
PROJECT MANAGEMENT COURSE 
 
Since the majority of students in the class are new to project management, it is important to provide them 
with a framework for the project management lifecycle (See Figure 1).  The methodology employed in the class 
adapts features of traditional project management methodologies to all project-based tasks.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1:  Project Management Life Cycle 
 
 
The process begins with initiating activities that include:  1) define project scope, document project risks, 
assumptions, and constraints; 2) identify and perform stakeholder analysis; 3) develop project charter; and 4) obtain 
project charter approval.  Next, the planning processes are:  1) define and record requirements, constraint, and 
assumption; 2) identify project team and define roles and responsibilities; 3) create the work breakdown structure; 4) 
develop a change management plan; and 5) identify risks and define risk strategies.   The executing processes 
include:  1) execute tasks; 2) ensure common understanding and set expectations; 3) implement the procurement of 
project resources; 4) manage resource allocation; 5) implement a quality management plan; 6) implement approved 
changes; 7) implement approved actions and workarounds; and 8) and improve team performance.  The processes of 
monitoring and controlling the project comprise of:  1) measuring project performance; 2) verifying and managing 
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changes to the project; 3) ensuring that project deliverables conform to quality standards; and 4) monitoring all risks.   
Closing the project is the final stage of the life cycle and includes:  1) obtaining final acceptance; 2) obtaining 
financial and legal closure; 3) releasing project resources; 4) identifying lessons learned; 5) creating and distributing 
the final project report; and 6) measuring customer stratification. 
 
PROJECT MANAGEMENT COURSE IMPLEMENTATION 
 
This paper will provide a case discussion of a project management course using experiential learning to 
evolve learning environments.  The general case will be presented in four phases:  pre-planning, planning, 
implementation and evaluation. 
 
Pre-planning 
 
 The most important concept of experiential learning is that the instructor plays a variety of roles -- 
curriculum designer, tutor, resource and student/client communicator, and evaluator.   The difference between 
traditional lecture and experiential learning is that the instructor’s task in experiential learning is guiding without 
leading and assisting, and without directing. 
 
The role of the students is also different from the traditional lecture classroom setting.  They must become 
team players with peers to grab the concept and learn the skills, and they cannot afford to sit passively in the 
classroom and collect the information provided by the instructor. 
 
This course describes the use of projects to support business objectives in modern organizations.  At the 
end of this course, students should be able to develop, execute, and control a basic project plan capable of 
supporting business objectives linked to measures of success.  The roles of the project manager and project team 
members will be covered as well.  To this extent, students will engage in the following activities: 
 
 Read assigned material prior to class sessions; 
 Learn from the content of textbook and case study; 
 Participate in a real world project; 
 Complete milestone assignments; 
 Complete examinations and a final presentation. 
 
Planning 
 
Determine Students Experiential Learning Goals 
 
As an instructor, it is necessary to spend time reflecting on students’ learning goals for obtaining an 
experiences. Consider these questions:  
 
 Where do you want to have students’ experiential learning? If students’ experiential learning is during the 
day time, you obviously need a location close to your college campus.  You may also wish to have a 
location in the area so that you can save on expenses for students or in a location where you hope to land a 
full-time position when students graduate -- or just to experience a place in which students have never lived 
before. 
 What are student specific career interests? The learning experience is a great tool to help students define 
their career goals. For example, if they are majoring in a construction career, but have an eye on a 
construction project manager, you might consider experiential learning with a local or state construction 
project. A learning experience can also help further redefine their career goals. For example, if they are 
majoring in marketing but are not sure whether they want to go into advertising or public relations, the 
instructor should encourage the students to consider getting a learning experience in both areas to help 
them decide which is best for them. 
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 What type of organization are you interested in? Organizations come in all sizes and shapes, from Fortune 
500 companies to not-for-profit organizations. What are students looking for? Issues to consider include 
size, ownership, corporate culture, etc.  
 What do you hope the students will gain from the experiences? There are multiple reasons for experiential 
learning, including answering the question above.  Other possible reasons include:  learning new skills, 
gaining networking connections, adding real world experience to a students’ resume, and hoping it leads to 
a full-time position with the employer when the student graduates.  
 
Team Building 
 
When you assemble a team, you will bring together people who represent diverse experiences, skills, 
personalities and social backgrounds.  Had you not brought these people together, they may not have naturally 
gravitated to one another to form friendships or social interaction.  Yet, now these people must work together to 
achieve a specific objective.  The instructor’s job is to manage the interaction and unite these very different people 
to get the desired results. 
 
The advantage is that the different experiences and skills provide you with tremendous opportunities to 
devise innovative solutions to the problem or task you face.  The disadvantage is that the differences, if not managed 
properly, can create endless stumbling blocks and make it difficult to achieve any results. 
 
To this extend, the first stage is to form teams.  Although there are many good models to form a team, the 
general rules of thumb are skill and knowledge diversity, as well as personality.  Skill and knowledge diversity can 
be found from student background checking in the first day of class.   Managing a diverse group, particularly one 
that contains individuals with strong or abrasive personalities, can be broken into three steps: 
 
1. Identify basic psychology/emotional needs that are common to all team members. 
2. Establish limits and ground rules that will help you manage future problems. 
3. Minimize differences and maximize shared interests and needs to build cohesiveness among themselves. 
 
In the first two weeks, the students do not get into the main topics of the course.  Instead, this time is spent 
building a team and a team-learning environment.  Students learn how to build a team, build up the team goal and 
how to work on the team activities, as well as use the problem-solving tools and techniques.  The instructor can take 
advantage of this stage to give students some pre-assessment to review the pre-knowledge they should have prior to 
taking this course. 
 
The Syllabus 
 
The syllabus can follow the traditional syllabus structure.  However, the team rule and the experiential 
learning instructional model have to be included in the components.  The team rule includes the team building 
approach, team goal, team activities implementation and grading method.   Students new to the team style may get 
frustrated by what they perceive as a lack of structure, direction, and information.  The experiential learning 
instructional model section must clearly communicate goals and expectations to the students.  It also provides the 
guidance and structure in order to have students learn process skills and how to effectively function in teams. 
 
Implementations 
 
Pre-requisites of this course are project management skills and methodology.  During the 16 weeks, the 
course will be divided into two eight weeks sections.  The first eight weeks will be project management fundamental 
training in the classroom.  Once students have acquired fundamental project management skills in the first 8 weeks 
and they know the recommended project management methodology, they embark on a team-oriented, real world 
project. As the instructor’s responsibility, I would like to contact a project-oriented company for students to learn 
and implement the skills and methodology.  The project-oriented industry companies include construction, 
academia, information systems, planning convention, marketing, fund-raising, etc.  The project itself is divided into 
the following five milestones to help the students apply the scope, time, and cost constraints:  
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 Team and project selection 
 Analysis of competitors 
 Project proposal and site design 
 Prototype demonstration 
 Group project presentation and final folder submission 
 
Evaluation 
 
Grading will be based on client assessment, team performance, and will also be adjusted for individual 
performance.  Two peer performance assessments, three team exams, ten in-class assignments, and a self-assessment 
journal have to be developed.  The peer performance assessments are administrated at the middle and end of the 
semester and can be developed using the Likert scale or open-end questions.  More important is that it has to be 
quantified later. 
 
An in-class team assignment is a good tool for equipping students on how to deal with specific puzzling 
problems that may surface.  For example, in the programming language course, syntax debug and logic design are 
always a big headache to students.  Therefore, give the team an assignment and allow them a few minutes to 
brainstorm for strategies to implement the language and logic design.  List their ideas on the board, throwing in one 
or two of your own if you have any, then put the students back into their groups to try to reach consensus on the best 
strategies for what to do.  Also, the in-class team assignment serves as the individuals’ attendance and contribution 
to the team.  Students can miss class a total of five times, including the ones they had accrued to that point; then 
each additional absence beyond the fifth would result in the student having his or her grade dropped one full letter, 
unless the absence was due to illness and accompanied by a doctor’s excuse or a legitimate school function that was 
accompanied by an official explaining the purpose of the event and the date.  Attendance usually improved 
dramatically from that point forward. 
 
Often group conflicts stem from different expectations that team members have for one another.  To get 
teams off to a good start, ask them to prepare a self-assessment journal.  After a few weeks into the semester, ask the 
teams to revisit their journals and evaluate how well they are doing in meeting the expectations they set for 
themselves.  A self-assessment journal is a good tool for equipping students on how to deal with specific 
interpersonal problems that may surface.  For example, after the instructor has gotten a few complaints about the 
slackers, the instructor might ask each team member to review their self-assessment journals and them review them 
with the whole team.  Then it is easy to expose the problem and build up the communication within the team. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
As a project itself, running a course in project management is a great way for students to understand, apply, 
and reflect on the material. This experiential learning adds variety to this class by using the real world experience as 
a resource.  Several teaching strategies to promote experiential learning include surveying different industries 
regarding project management in the Northwest Indian and Chicago areas, group hands-on projects, and other forms 
of on-site case studies to enhance teaching and learning, as well as encouraging outside studying. 
 
Students are usually very interested in learning more about career options. Since many students have not 
considered becoming project managers, nor have they thought about their roles as project team members, it would 
be beneficial to visit a company project office to discuss what it is like to be a project manager.  Furthermore, 
working with industry project managers would grasp the knowledge that is impossible to learn from a textbook and 
classroom setting, such as conflict management, triple-constraints trade-off, etc. 
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